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This study analyzes how happiness is built in Mexico in a context of concentrated poverty. The study uses a mixed-methods approach and incorporates
two techniques of data analysis. The first analysis employs an ordinal logistic model with data from the Self-Report Well-being Survey (N=44,518),
while the second draws upon semi-structured interviews in four Mexican
states (N=247). The results show that six important categories influence
the level of happiness in Mexico: (1) emotional life; (2) self-perception of
health (the health status of family members and close friends); (3) religiosity
and religious affiliation, or both; (4) having the freedom to decide and act in
life (autonomy); (5) poverty; and (6) perceived attainment of basic material
needs.
Keywords: happiness, health, family, mixed methods, Mexico
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Happiness is a product of the balance between good and bad experiences in life, and it can vary by culture and society (Bojanowska & Zalewska, 2016; Cieslik, 2015; Joshanloo, 2013). Along with life
satisfaction, happiness is seen as a subjective indicator of wellbeing
(Griffin, 2007; Neira et al., 2018).
Happiness has been a subject of importance in recent years due
to issues such as growing inequality (Hardoon, 2017), the focus on
understanding and promoting people’s wellbeing (Weimann et al.,
2015), the complexity of human relations and their contextual and
relative effects (Schneider, 2016), and other factors that threaten
welfare (Bauman, 2006). Indeed, happiness and wellbeing are composites of individual and collective elements, which are built from
perceptions, experiences, beliefs, and norms (Diener et al., 1995).
However, the study of happiness has not been a priority in public
policy agendas of low-resource countries (Guillen-Royo et al., 2013;
Simon & Bennett, 2009).
In the case of Mexico, the government has established “happiness” as one of its guiding axes, pointing out that the role of the government is to create the conditions for people to be able to build their
happiness (López, 2020). However, according to available data, the
country’s social conditions are adverse: the richest 1% of the population holds 21% of the country’s total wealth (Campos et al., 2014),
41.9% of the population lives in poverty, and 7.4% lives in extreme
poverty (CONEVAL, 2019). Moreover, 57.3% of the population has
no access to social security1, 20.4% experiences food insecurity2, and
19.8% does not have basic services in the home3 (CONEVAL, 2019).
In spite of this, 46.7% of the Mexican population reports being
happy (BIARE, 2014). Worldwide, Mexico is classified as the 24th
happiest country of the 156 countries ranked, and ranks as the second happiest country in Latin America (Helliwell et al., 2018). To
understand this apparent contradiction, we need to analyze the importance of social conditions that explain happiness as a subjective
dimension of wellbeing.
Investigating the mechanisms and variables associated with
happiness, especially in resource-constrained environments such
as Mexico, may highlight social, health, civic, and economic factors
that potentially influence happiness. Therefore, context is important
in understanding the happiness, wellbeing, and life satisfaction of
people living in poverty (Cummins, 2000; Zhou & Xie, 2016). Using
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this perspective will contribute to highlighting the conditions that
mitigate the experience of living in highly unequal heterogeneous
societies (Neira et al., 2018; Schneider, 2016) and pointing at the benefits of happiness for social welfare (Vera-Villaroel et al., 2012). It
also will help to promote evidence-based actions that guide the development of appropriate policies and programs for the construction of happiness, which is one of the purposes of the Mexican government (López, 2020).
To contribute to the discussion, this study aims to analyze how
the concept of happiness is socially constructed in Mexico. The
study is based on the extant literature; however, it not only considers that material factors (income, health, housing, or rest) generate happiness (Bjørnskov & Ming-Chang, 2015; Reyes-García et
al., 2016), but also explores other individual, familial, and collective
components, and proposes a multifaceted vision of happiness. For
this reason, the study hypothesizes that happiness is a social construction based on individual, family, and economic components of
households.

Literature Review
Evidence indicates that people generally associate the experience of happiness with health, regardless of gender and age (Bojanowska & Zalewska, 2016; Fave et al., 2013; Layard, 2005; Lu &
Gilmour, 2004; Moyano & Ramos, 2007). Moreover, previous studies relate happiness to autonomy (Collet-Sabé & Tort, 2013), and personal freedom is viewed as a vital component of this relationship
(Layard, 2005). Similarly, previous research (Moyano & Ramos,
2007; Sarracino, 2013) suggests that freedom of choice and control
are positively related to happiness in both resource-constrained
and affluent countries; however, this relationship tends to be stronger in countries of the global north.
Some studies also show there is a relationship between emotional factors (e.g., contact with family and close relationships) and
happiness (Griffin, 2007; Nguyen et al., 2016). Furthermore, strong
ties to friends, neighbors, and the workplace are associated with
happiness (Helliwell & Putnam, 2004). Different investigations
have indicated that, for adults, the negative effects of family life

The
Social Construction
of Happiness
Contesting
the Flawed Consumer

85

tend to be cushioned by extra-familial associations (Nguyen et al.,
2016; Zhu et al., 2013).
Religiosity and religious affiliation have also been found to
have positive associations with happiness (Koenig, 2012). Specifically, evidence suggests that religious beliefs and social networks
may be associated with happiness (Helliwell, 2003; Strawbridge et
al., 2001; Van Cappellen et al., 2016).
On the other hand, there is inconclusive evidence regarding the
relationship between happiness and income in environments with
high levels of inequality (Schneider, 2016). In fact, while some studies report a relationship between income and happiness (Cummins,
2000; Luhmann et al., 2011; Mahadea & Ramroop, 2015; Powdthavee, 2010; Tay & Diener, 2011), others observe no clear connection
(Mentzakis & Moro, 2009; Rojas, 2014). This literature suggests that
income may not be a key determinant of happiness.
Income depends largely on access to economic goods and availability of relational goods (Rojas, 2009), personal experience, and
personal socioeconomic standing (Schneider, 2016; Zhou & Xie,
2016). Income also is a function of a fair working environment (Mahadea & Ramroop, 2015) and enables healthier and more fulfilled
lives (Weimann et al., 2015). Evidence suggests that individuals on
the lower end of the income continuum generally report lower levels
of happiness (Devoto et al., 2012; Lucas & Schimmack, 2009; Mentzakis & Moro, 2009; Tay & Diener, 2011). This finding indicates personal income could be a key factor in experiences of life satisfaction
and happiness. Specifically, assets and material possessions, both
indirect measures of income, may more properly capture people’s
experiences of financial hardship, providing robust evidence of the
connection between material wellbeing and happiness (Bjørnskov
& Ming-Chang, 2015; Deaton, 2015; Reyes-García et al., 2016), even
when the individual is living under material adversity (Mentzakis
& Moro, 2009; Rodríguez-Fernández & Goñi-Grandmontagne, 2011).
Regarding poverty and social deprivation, Strotmann and Volkert’s (2018) work shows inverse correlations between deprivation as
measured by the Multidimensional Poverty Index and happiness,
both at the individual and household levels. However, only some
of the dimensions of poverty (schooling, health, standard of living,
and homeownership) were found to negatively affect happiness,
while others (lack of electricity, sanitation, access to clean water,
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and fuel for cooking) did not. These distinctions could be attributed
to the different degrees of importance individuals assign to problems (Brown et al., 2011).
In this regard, and following this study’s argument, self-perception of poverty has been found to have a significant effect on
happiness. Living in the context of a high standard of living tends
to have a positive effect on happiness (Shifa & Leibbrandt, 2018). On
the other hand, high inequality contexts lead individuals to identify themselves as less happy (Tran et al., 2018).
Overall, evidence suggests an association between happiness
and indicators such as health, freedom, family, and poverty (e.g.,
income/social deprivation). The extant literature reflects this complexity, where factors such as individual, family, and economic conditions of households combine to influence happiness.

Materials and Methods
Research Design
Consistent with previous studies of happiness utilizing a
mixed-methods approach (Fang et al., 2016; Hagler et al., 2016), this
study was organized in two phases (i.e., an explanatory sequential design), each of which depended upon the other. First, we performed an ordinal logistic regression analysis with data from the
Self-Reported Well-being Survey (BIARE, 2014) to determine the
effect of individual, family, and economic aspects of households on
the probability of being happy. Results from this analysis informed
the qualitative stage, where we performed semi-structured interviews to delve into the components that generate happiness. Data
were analyzed using aspects of the sociodemographic and contextual characteristics of the interviewees. The Iberoamericana University ethics committee approved the research project.
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Quantitative Study
The Survey and Variables
The Self-Reported Well-being Survey (BIARE) was designed
and statistically validated by the National Institute of Geography,
Statistics, and Informatics. The survey follows the recommendations of the OECD in Measuring Subjective Well-Being, thereby ensuring comparability with other member countries.
For this study, we employed the 2014 BIARE survey, which includes representative data at both the national and state level. The
2014 BIARE collected responses from 44,518 households across the
country. The sample was stratified by socioeconomic levels (low,
medium-low, medium-high, and high) and was carried out in three
stages: (a) random selection of the Primary Sampling Units (PSU) in
each stratum; (b) random selection of homes within the PSU; and
(c) selection of a person inside the dwelling. Respondents were 18
years and older; they lived in one of 32 federal states, including both
urban and rural areas (INEGI, 2015).
The questionnaire had two sections. The first one focused on
subjective wellbeing, and the second looked at key events in people’s lives, their traits, and their interactions with the social environment. Table 1 displays the variables used in the current study.
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Table 1. Variables Selected for the Econometric Model.
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Procedures and Data Analysis
The study used ordinal logistic regression that estimates happiness, an ordinal-type dependent variable, with twelve explanatory
variables (see Table 1), through the equation

1n Oi = α + β1Χ1 = β2Χ2 + ... + βpΧp ,

(1)

where
are the explanatory variables and
are the odd ratios
between happiness levels (Agresti, 2014).
To evaluate the overall goodness of model fit, the likelihood
ratio statistic, LR, was used, where the statistic with large values
(small p value) indicates that at least one of the regression variables
is important to explain the dependent variable (Hosmer & Lemeshow, 2000; McCullagh, 1980). In our model, LR = 14240.48 with p
value = 0.0000 corresponding to a chi-squared distribution with 53
degrees of freedom. We also used the Pearson’s chi-squared test
(Hosmer et al., 1997): under the null hypothesis of adequate fit, the
statistic has a chi-squared distribution, so larger values of the statistic (significant p values) indicate lack of fit. The model’s goodness
of fit is displayed in Table 2.
Table 2. Model’s Goodness of Fit.
		

Chi-squared

Deviance
Pearson		

220772.48
86215.43

Gl		
235453		
235483		

Source: Authors’ calculations from data.

Sig.
1.0
1.0
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The significance of each independent variable is analyzed using
Wald test,
(2)
where SE(β1) is the standard error of the coefficient estimated, β1.
Under the null hypothesis that βi = =0, the ZWald follows a standard
normal distribution; therefore, high values in Equation 2 indicate
that coefficient βi is not zero (Agresti, 2014).

Qualitative Study
Sample
Data for this section of the study were obtained from research
conducted in four states that were selected for their different levels
of social wellbeing: Mexico City (very high), Tamaulipas (high), the
State of Mexico (middle), and Oaxaca (low) (Martínez-Martínez et al.,
2016). To maximize the heterogeneity of the sample, the selection of
municipalities within each state was based on the type of residence
(rural or urban), population size, and the index of human development of the municipality (Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el
Desarrollo, 2019). In total, we chose 71 municipalities: 16 in Mexico
City, 6 in Tamaulipas, 31 in the State of Mexico, and 18 in Oaxaca.
Study participants were selected using a snowball sampling
technique. We conducted a total of 247 in-depth interviews: 78 in
Mexico City, 44 in Tamaulipas, 53 in the State of Mexico, and 72
in Oaxaca. To choose the interviewees, variables such as socioeconomic level, educational level, age, and gender were considered to
guarantee heterogeneous profiles.
Data Analyses Procedures
Participants were asked the following questions about happiness: Are you happy? Why? What makes you feel happy? How often
do you feel happy? On average, the interview took one hour to be
completed. Interviews were conducted in Spanish, recorded with
the participant’s consent, and then transcribed for analysis. The information was captured in the NVivo qualitative software. For this
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study, we used a narrative analysis approach, which allowed us to
identify saturated categories, as well as emerging trends. Results
were translated into English, with attention given to preserving the
voices and expressions of the respondents.

Results
Quantitative Results
The main sociodemographic characteristics and the six dimensions of poverty due to social deprivation by levels of happiness are
presented in Table 3.
Results of the explanatory variables were statistically significant based on the test (see Table 4). All results were reported in
comparison to the baseline level (level 0). Accordingly, the study
results indicate that the odds of being in the greater happiness category were 9.909 times higher for persons that completely agree
with the idea that her/his most important material needs are covered when compared to those that completely disagreed. Similarly,
persons with a level 10 perception of their standard of living were
3.32 times more likely to report greater happiness. In turn, persons
with a level between 6 and 9 were two times more likely to report
greater happiness than those in the baseline category. Furthermore,
the odds of being happier were 1.409 times higher for individuals
who had been healthy during the last 12 months. Those who reported engaging in some type of physical activity were 1.122 times more
likely to report greater happiness than those who did not engage in
such activities.
Persons with levels of emotional life satisfaction 10, 9, and 8
were respectively 6.34, 3.88, and 3.01 times more likely to be in the
greater happiness category than those with lower levels of emotional life satisfaction. Furthermore, the odds of being happier were
1.121 times higher for people who were in contact with their friends
compared those who were not. Respondents with freedom of choice
were 1.292 times more likely to be happy than those without it.
Additionally, the odds of being in the higher happiness category were 2.353, 1.742, and 1.462 times higher for people with reported
levels of freedom of 10, 9, and 8, respectively (when compared to

Table 3. Sociodemographic Characteristics of the Sample.
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Table 4. Regression Coefficients in Terms of Odds Ratios.
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people with a zero level of freedom). When compared to people
at the baseline, those reporting levels of satisfaction of 10, 9, and
8 with their daily activities (work, household chores, studies, and
others) were respectively 2.808, 2.197, and 2.009 times more likely
to report greater happiness. People practicing a religion were 1.184
times more likely to be happy than those not practicing a religion.
Results also indicated the marginal effect of income on happiness: people were just as likely to be happy as unhappy with high
or low levels of incomes. In other words, experiences of happiness
and unhappiness were present, regardless of people’s levels of income. Furthermore, people who did not report poverty due to some
form of social deprivation were 1.064 times more likely to be happy
than those with one or more sources of social deprivation.

Qualitative Evidence
The sample for the interviews comprised 247 respondents, 51%
of whom were women. The age among women ranged from 17 to
87 years of age, with a mean age of 44 years; the mean age for males
was 45 years (age ranged from 22–87 years of age). Table 5 shows the
mean age and educational level by state. In the next sections, we will
describe factors influencing the social construction of happiness.
Health
The evidence indicates that health was one of the key factors in
a respondent’s perception of happiness. Data suggest that, for most
respondents, happiness was linked to their self-reported health,
as well as extended to the perception of the health of their family
members and loved ones. For example, a 43-year-old woman said,
“The main thing for me is my health, ‘cause if you’re healthy…okay,
you’re very happy, because you can work wherever you want, you
can go where you want, you can do what you want.” A 45-year-old
woman responded, “Even though we have needs, I feel happy, I
have my kids. They are all healthy, they’re complete, they can walk,
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Table 5. Characteristics of Interviewees.
States		
Average
		Age

Level of Studies

Mexico City
43.08		
				
				

Elementary 7.7%, Junior High 19.2%,
High School 29.5%, University 32.1%,
Grad School (master’s or doctorate) 11.5%

Tamaulipas
45.98		
				
				
		
State of 		
45.96		
Mexico				
				

Elementary 11.4%, Junior High 22.8%,
High School 20.5%, University 31.7%,
Grad School (master’s or doctorate) 13.6%

Oaxaca		
44.90		
				
				

Elementary 34.7%, Junior High 20.9%,
High School 19.4%, University 23.6%,
Grad School (master’s or doctorate) 1.4%

Elementary 24.5%, Junior High 15.1%,
High School 24.5%, University 30.2%,
Grad School (master’s or doctorate) 5.7%

Source: Data from the interviewees, adapted by authors.

they have everything that God has been able to give them, and
that’s more than enough.”
Family
Having a family was an important element of happiness for unmarried individuals who had friends and life partners. Generally,
respondents saw these relationships as relevant for their participation in social and recreational life. For instance, a 28-year-old man
said, “You’re happy because you have a family, you have work, and
we have lots of friends and companions, and I should tell you that
that’s where we do a lot of things.” A 57-year-old woman responded, “Well, being able to have a family, my original and my nuclear
family, where I feel that we’re a team and that we love and trust
each other…having friendships that are truly unconditional.”
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Autonomy
Autonomy and happiness emerged as themes throughout the
interviews. These suggest that freedom of choice and behavior influence happiness. People’s satisfaction with daily activities (e.g.,
work, study, and exercise) is associated with happiness. For example, a 39-year-old woman stated, “Yes, I feel happy because, I’ve
done everything I’ve wanted. I’ve set goals and I’ve reached them
and that makes me feel good.” A 55-year-old man said, “I feel happy, I have the job I want, the career I want, the family I want.”
Religiosity and Religious Affiliation
Study participants reported that church attendance and other
religious practices made them feel connected to God. This gave
them a sense of happiness. For instance, a 43-year-old woman said,
“Now that I go to church, I feel happy, at peace.” A 56-year-old
woman shared,
I’m happy mainly because I trust in God and I know that through
Him, lots of things I felt were healed…but we learned to be strong
and to move forward and love life, and to love our neighbors and
we came to be truly happy…so I consider myself a happy person
thanks to Him.

Income and Perception of Ability to Meet Basic Material Needs
Findings suggest that respondents did not perceive income as
the most relevant factor affecting their happiness, regardless of the
level of welfare assistance the state provided. Rather, happiness
was defined by the ability to meet material needs, including food,
health, and household expenses (electricity, water, gas). For instance,
a 61-year-old man stated, “I’m happy because with effort, sacrifice,
work, I’ve acquired things…mainly a home so that my family can
have that security.” A 43-year-old woman shared, “So long as there
are no economic problems, personal expenses, then everything is
fine. I can say that I’m happy, but if for example a family member is
sick, we have to figure out what to do.”
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Discussion
This study set out to examine how the concept of happiness
is socially constructed in Mexico. The identified components that
contribute to happiness include individual, family, and economic
components of households. The individual component is made up
of aspects such as self-perception of health, religiosity and religious
affiliation, and autonomy. The second component, family, integrates aspects such as having family and friends, and that they are
in good health. The third component includes the ability to satisfy
the main material needs of the home, such as food, health expenses,
and household expenses (e.g., electricity, water, gas). It is important
to note that happiness is not the result of one of these components,
but of the interaction of all.
More specifically, findings from this study suggest that self-reported health, positive perceptions of one’s health, and the health
of household members and loved ones were associated with happiness. Other research studies have reported similar results (Deeming, 2013; Neira et al., 2018). In the context of Mexico, it means
self-reported health and health of loved ones are important in influencing one’s happiness. Happiness may be associated with freedom
from unplanned expenses that are related to medical care, especially for people in poverty. In the Mexican context, several studies
have shown that there is a lack of medicines and medical personnel
in public health institutions (Garrido-Latorre et al., 2008; Hernández-Ibarra & Mercado-Martínez, 2013). Therefore, some people in
poverty have to pay for private medical services, which can lead
to debt (Martínez-Martínez & Rodriguez-Brito, 2020). This in turn,
can affect their perception of happiness.
The evidence also indicated that spending time with family,
partners, and friends was positively related to happiness. This evidence is in line with previous research (Bojanowska & Zalewska,
2016; Castellanos, 2013). Results may be explained by the frequent
interactions and fraternal bonds among these relationships. In
Mexico, these bonds are central and may lead to mutual support
networks that foster the exchange of favors and material goods.
This contributes to the construction of social capital.
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Having freedom of choice and greater freedom to act (autonomy) is generally linked to happiness. To Sen (2000), the development of abilities is connected to the capacity to exercise freedom.
However, crime is an issue that impacts freedom. In Mexico, 78.9%
of people feel insecure in their state and 70.5% feel insecure in their
neighborhood (INEGI, 2019). Public insecurity can restrict the freedom to decide and act. As a result, the development of capacities
may be affected, endangering both happiness and wellbeing.
As observed in previous studies (see Helliwell, 2003; Van Cappellen et al., 2016), findings suggest an association between perceptions of happiness and religious affiliation and religiosity. Indeed,
respondents reported perceptions of happiness when they experienced a connection to God. Happiness could be a function of the
social and community networks formed from regular participation
in religious activities or by the overall spiritual encounter. Also, religion could play a functional role in people’s lives, helping them to
cope with life’s adversities.
We wish to highlight the marginal contribution of income to
happiness. Indeed, this is not an odd finding. Studies on income
inequality and subjective wellbeing (i.e., life satisfaction and happiness) are inconclusive (Schneider, 2016). The level of income, while
important for explaining the capacity to satisfy material needs,
may not be linked to happiness (Cummins, 2000; Schneider, 2016).
This effect is identified as “the ceiling effect” (Cummins, 2000), in
which income no longer has an influence on happiness. It could
also be that the power of income in explaining happiness may be
determined by other individual and contextual factors, such as age
(Chang-Ming, 2011).
It could be that, in Mexico, when the household basic material
needs are met (e.g., food, education, and household expenditures),
income may not be a factor in explaining happiness. This possibility may largely explain why Mexico is the second happiest country
in Latin America (Helliwell et al., 2018), even though 41.9% of the
population lives in poverty and 7.4% lives in extreme poverty (CONEVAL, 2019).
This study found several components of social deprivation to
be associated with unhappiness. Among them are (a) educational
delay, (b) lack of access to health services, (c) lack of access to social
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security, (d) substandard housing, (e) lack of basic housing services,
and (f) lack of access to food (see Table 3). These findings are similar
to those of Strotmann and Volkert (2018); their study emphasized
that public policies must be formulated and social programs developed to create the conditions for people to build their happiness.
Such policies would help the government meet one of its guiding
principles regarding happiness (López, 2020).

Conclusions
Happiness, as a social construct, is built from the interaction
of household conditions and individual and family components.
Some of these factors were considered more important by the interviewees and had greater weight in our statistical model. For this
reason, it is very important to identify what variables influence the
social construction of happiness.
The significance of identifying such variables firstly includes
identifying the domains in which interventions and improved policies are needed to promote happiness. The promotion of happiness
is one of the goals of the Mexican government (López, 2020), and
health policies that effectively promote access and quality healthcare can be crucial for building happiness, especially post-Covid-19.
As for material and income needs, social support programs may
help people in poverty meet critical needs (e.g., food or household
expenses such as electricity, water, and gas).
Secondly, our results point to the central role that spirituality
and religiosity play regarding happiness in Mexico. Religious or
spiritual institutions may be a supporting mechanism for reducing
unhappiness. Factors such as familial networks, friends, the capacity for growth, autonomy, and freedom may be key determinants of
happiness.
The mixed-methods approach in the study allows for the interpretation of quantitative findings, adds methodological strength,
and supports robust complementarity. However, some methodological limitations should be noted. First, the qualitative aspect of
the study included a heterogeneous sample selected by state characteristics. However, as is the case with all qualitative research,
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respondents’ perceptions reflect their contextual realities and experiences. Second, the cross-sectional nature of the study does not
allow us to establish cause and effect relationships. Despite these
limitations, the current study has merit and provides an alternative
understanding of factors that influence the perception of happiness
in Mexico in a context of poverty and inequality.

Endnotes
1. Social security reflects access to medical services, disability insurance, and maternity leave as a work benefit, and to have access to a pension or retirement system that may or may not be contribution-based (CONEVAL, 2010).
2. To measure food insecurity, we used the Mexican Food Security Scale
(EMSA in Spanish), which assesses aspects such as worry about a lack
of food, changes in food quality and quantity, and experiencing hunger
(CONEVAL, 2010).
3. Basic household services include electricity, sewage, access to water,
and a chimney when wood or coal is used for cooking (CONEVAL, 2010).
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